Imaging of progressive weakness or numbness of central or peripheral origin.
Weakness and numbness occur in a variety of patterns that reflect injury to different parts of the central and peripheral nervous system. Progressive symptoms most often signify an underlying structural or degenerative problem. Familiarity with the major descending motor and ascending sensory tracts of the central nervous system, as well as radicular (dermatome and myotome) and peripheral nerve anatomy, is essential. Damage to these tracts and nerve fibers produces characteristic clinical symptoms and signs. Imaging, when used in a hypothesis-driven way, can be a valuable adjunct to the clinical history and physical examination. One of the most useful aspects of imaging is that it allows for differentiation of edema and inflammation from gliosis and atrophy, both of which can be associated with progressive weakness or numbness. Compression of nervous system structures by nonnervous system tissue can also be easily detected. The spectrum of diseases and imaging abnormalities associated with progressive weakness and numbness is highlighted in this review via a series of illustrative cases. In each case, anatomic localization and the key imaging findings are emphasized.